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J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series has swept over the world with a brutal force of a hurricane and has become the new wonder of children’s literature flooring authors like John Grisham and Stephen King and launching a world phenomenon never seen before. Countless literary and sociological studies try to unfold the secret of the strange Potter fever, but scientists still owe us the explanation.

Through the past decade Harry Potter has managed to grow from a simple wizard-in-training into a media mogul, and the magical Potter-Empire consisting of the overwhelmingly successful books, millions of fans and a brand valuing a fortune, with a little exaggeration, hallmark the end of the nineties and the beginnings of the 21st century. Millions have read the books, children join Potter fan clubs, organize camps, direct TV programs and theatre plays and more than 57 million web pages deal with Harry on the internet.

The aim of my paper is to give an objective view of the phenomenon’s Romanian side based on researches and statistics, considering it from the beginnings to the launching of the latest installment of the series. 

Why is the series so successful? Is this genuine or just a load of hype? Where did it come from? Who reads it? What makes it so brilliant? And what is it in the first place – fantasy, detective story, Dickensian orphan-strikes-it-lucky stuff, boarding-school novel, or a mixture of all these? Or perhaps the first truly postmodern children’s book?

These are the questions I have tried to answer in my paper.  

J. K. Rowling was a struggling single mum, unemployed and living on state benefits when she wrote her very first Harry Potter novel an in Edinburgh cafe. The books about a young boy who learns of his magic abilities at age 11 and then attends the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, combine two powerful genres—the school story and magical fantasy—but Rowling’s treatment of these is almost entirely original. She does not avoid serious issues, such as self-sacrifice and death, and the series has successfully crossed the boundary between adults’ and children’s books.
As a debutant writer with a children’s book, Rowling did not expect an instant success and huge publicity, but the breakthrough was immediate; Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone has won the Smarties Prize in 1997 and sales took off. Three days after the first UK printing Christopher Little sold the rights to the American Scholastic Books for the equivalent of $100.000. 
The publishing of the second and the third volumes, The Chamber of Secrets (published: July, 1998) and The Prisoner of Azkaban (July 8, 1999), with a first printing of 75000 copies, skyrocketed the author into unseen heights, from a mere anonymous writer. Rowling suddenly became the new literary sensation and children’s most beloved book originator.

 By the end of the year 1999, the first three volumes of the series, including also The Prisoner of Azkaban (8 July,1999), occupied three from the first four slots of the British best-seller charts, that success was like that of The Beatles, but in the field of book publishing. 

In the meanwhile more and more countries got interested in purchasing the copyrights of the series. In Romania the first two volumes of Harry Potter were published simultaneously in the year 1999 by Egmont Romania and the success surprisingly was not immediate; it took one more year until the Potter series made an impact in this corner of the world.  


To get an overall view of the Harry Potter series’ welcoming in Romania, it is crucial to examine it from the angle of the critics, from the book market’s perspective and naturally, the readers’ opinion is not negligible either.

British critics split regarding the series and they exalt and refer to it either as the new literary miracle or, on the contrary, they scarify both the story and the author for writing such a plain fairy tale. Of course, such mean critics are rarely met, and the majority is convinced that for one reason or another, the books represent true values. 


The most important reason why critics love Harry Potter, and Rowling particularly, it is because of the ‘strange’ but joyful fact that the novels make the children raised on PC games and videos go crazy over a book; as Philip Hensher summarized it in his critical article: “For her success in creating what will undoubtedly be a highly literate generation Rowling deserves great praise” (2).





In Romania the books’ critical reception is different from the English one and the books had a terrible reception. Harry Potter is not simply judged unfavorably by the literary critics … the books are ignored. Critics are not easily influenced by the effect of the phenomenon, and their indifferent reaction to the series is disappointing.
 It is absolutely impossible to find the terms Rowling or Harry Potter in Romanian literary periodicals, and whenever I happened to find a piece of writing about the series, it was characterized by the utmost rejection. The online version of the considerable Romanian newspaper, Cotidianul, had published an article about the views of the nation’s top critics and literary personalities on the contemporary international best sellers. The Romanian poet, Florin Iaru’s words describe the best the critics’ attitude towards Harry Potter:  “… I am not reading Harry’s ‘mum’ either” (George 3). Weird statement, but many well known experts and popular authors share his seclusion such as Gheorghe Craciun, Cornel Ungureanu, George Balaita or Filip Florian.

It seems that not even the Romanian prime minister, Basescu’s enthusiasm, who firmly believes that the popular national fairy tales are out of fashion and Harry takes their place, proves to be enough to change the critics’ mind. Harry in the eyes of Romanian litterateurs is not worthy of attention. 

 Negative reviews though, are unlikely to dent the massive sales for the books as the Potter phenomenon has been a boon for the Romanian book industry. The first five installments of the Harry Potter series, translated into Romanian were sold in a little less than 300,000copies.The figures referring to the sales may not seem large compared to the other countries figures, but the fact of the matter is, that a book in Romania, that turns out to be so demanded by the readers, is a book selling miracle The answer for this phenomenon lies in Romanians financial situation; the prices set for the books are the same in the three countries, yet the wages are very different in each of them,  for a Romanian family purchasing a Potter book is a financial strain, therefore not many can afford to buy them. 

  A book’s vendibility entirely depends on the readers’ reception. In the case of Harry Potter we met an unseen phenomenon; the readers all around the world reacted amazingly to the series making it the fastest selling book in literary history.

In spite of nippy critics that damned the volumes the opinions of millions of fans were not shaken. There is not much to add, in the circle of readers Harry Potter is the ultimate reading experience. 
  
England’s rabid Harry Potter cult knows no boundaries, the question rises inevitably: are we really dealing with a book worth reading, or is the readers’ attitude simply marked by an exalted sense of patriotism that assumes this sort of eagerness? Everyone is free to decide…









To present the Romanian readers’ attitude, I made researches: I asked 200 people belonging to four different age-groups to fill out questionnaires. Two age-groups embraced the younger generations between the ages of 10-14 and 15-18. They were the students of local high-schools in my hometown, Oradea. The third group questioned was made up of university students, 19-24, from Cluj-Napoca. The last group represented the older generation; the parents of the involved children helped in the research. The questionnaire consisted of seven multiple choice questions worked up in Microsoft Excel and the results are summarized in the form of diagrams. Some of the results were dumbfounding and unexpected.

To my question “What is the author’s name?” 60% of the university students did not know the answer, and from this result I deduced that their group is the one that is the least interested in the phenomenon. The children were the most ‘informed’ regarding the issue.
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Due to the over-marketing one might think that the most evident and only possible source to find out about the series would be the media. According to my research, Romanians, apart from the media, got the first information referring to the volumes from three other sources: internet, acquaintances and their own children. 

	
	I 10-14
	II 15-18
	III 19-24
	IV Adults

	Internet
	4
	9
	15
	12

	Media
	28
	20
	20
	18

	Acquaint.
	18
	21
	15
	6

	Children
	0
	0
	0
	14
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The young generation really found its way back to reading with Harry Potter; this is confirmed by the answers given to the question: “How many installments of the series have you read?” It turned out that the two age-groups targeted the most by the Rowling, with a few exceptions, read all the six volumes published so far. They are followed by the adults, but the most striking result came from the university students; only 2% read more than one book.
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The sixth question enquired about the genre the series belonged to. The majority ranked the books as representing fantasy-literature, juvenile-literature came second; the rest thought that Harry belongs to children’s literature.
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The last question was dividing from the researches point of view. In order to find out how appealing the books are for the audience,  I asked the participants of the research to rank the six Harry Potter volumes on a scale from 1 to 10 ( 10 being the highest possible rank). The answers given to the question ultimately led me to the conclusion that the series made a very positive impact on the readers in general, but Harry Potter worked his magic the best on the younger generation; it is not mistaken to conclude that Rowling’s target audience is amazed indeed by the series, the success’ non-plus ultra is the fact that even grown-ups ‘fall victim’ to the little wizard’s magic…but this is how a world-phenomenon is born. 









Related to Harry Potter’s success, The Observer’s John Simmons affirms that “it must be magic. In less than 10 years, Harry Potter has become one of the 
world’s most widely recognized names. A brand name indeed. In terms of books sold, Harry potter stands third in the all-time literary charts behind the Bible and the thoughts of Chairman Mao” (2). Without a doubt Harry is a brand, but first of all, what makes a brand? In our interpretation it is a ‘logo’ or the ‘set of values by which you organize and drive a business’ (Simmons 3). Harry Potter’s lightning flash on his forehead is becoming just as famous as McDonald’s logo, the golden arches and it has many other important brand elements such as words never heard before … ‘Quidditch’ (Simmons 3). 


When considering another approach of the matter, according to Simmons we should only let the huge figures speak, the worldwide sales of a quarter billion books with translations into more than 50 languages. The three movies brought an astonishing sum of money in the global box-office, respectively £1 billion, of course, we cannot forget about the proceeds of the DVD and video sales that earned an estimated £430 millions in the till, of the more than 400 merchandise-items and a brand valuation of £2.2 billions (4).

Stephen Brown in his Wizard! Harry Potter’s Brand Magic states that the success of Harry Potter is a triumph of marketing, and that the creator Rowling and the marketing machine have used the ‘techniques’ of this field in a way that  made the world bow in front of  the entire phenomenon. According to Brown, Harry is created by using branding techniques and Rowling’s books are full of brilliantly invented brands, corporate strategies, and advertising campaigns.  As a result, the fifth book, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, set some records never seen before: the 766-page book weighing 1.3 kg became the fastest selling book in history and earned an estimated £30m to the author. 










We can deduce that one of the branding secrets of Harry Potter is the good book itself  then comes the interest for the fantasy stories, a mythology that is intriguing for the youngsters. But without good marketing, in spite of all the lovely stories that represent true ethical standards and convey real moral values, Rowling would not have the support of an authentic community of millions of fans from all around the world.


The marketing of Harry wisely mixes the classical strategies of promotion with the rumours, gossips and comments sent to the large public. It is not sporty, and not a bit as ethical as the characters in the series, but in the beginning, thousands of messages were posted on different internet forums and sites, dedicated to news, comments, rumours and questions by PR experts, who pretended to be teenagers, only to raise the interest, give the chance to the editors to answer unasked questions, to develop a story that is more and more sophisticated. The whole universe created in this way is attractive and believable for the target audience, and behind the scenes there is a real effort, while the outcome is entertaining, coherent and complex. 







In Romania, the marketing experts have mixed feelings about the phenomenon. A website dealing with economy—www.markmedia.ro—published an article by a Romanian expert, Alina Aliman, which was rather disillusioning. She considered the branding strategy aggressive, and according to her, “the launch of a Potter book is nothing more than a weak sign of a media frenzy that is about to burst out” (3). Aliman says that “to have a good product is crucial, but to make the public want to buy that product is even more important” (5). 







These opinions are rare. The marketing manager of Harry’s Romanian publisher, Egmont’s Adriana Savu, simply obeys the phenomenon rather than judges it; as she said in an interview given to the website www.educat.ro: “it is a wonderful marketing machine in front of which I bow” (2). We also get a glimpse of the books’ success if we navigate to the website of the great Bucharest Bookstore and take a look at their chart where the Top 18 fastest selling books are presented. The Order of the Phoenix is at №8 and stands before the most recent, The Half-Blood Prince, which can be found at №9. The movies have great success in Romania; all of them have become box-office sensations and on the opening weekends they immediately occupied the first place of the cinema charts. Harry Potter and Goblet of Fire started in the Romanian cinemas on 2 December 2005. According to Champions Agency the movie had an audience of 19000 people only on the premier’s weekend, 2-4 December. This number of viewers means proceeds of almost 200.000 RON.







Speaking of the unbeatable marketing hits, J.K. Rowling’s two-day-long visit in the capital, Bucharest was the ultimate catch. She arrived in the country on the 25 January 2006 for charity reasons; she raised funds for European orphans. Rowling was invited to the parliament as well for a charity dinner, where she sold eight of her most recent books by auction. This visit, even if it was not promotional, had its effect and made people buy more books, merchandise or just made them go to the movie. The praising words that Rowling said about Romania to the British newspapers and the impact they had on the foreigners is a different story. 




The Potter merchandising products are internationally widespread and popular and seemingly everybody wants a piece of Harry Potter …we bump into the image of Harry on stationeries, clothes, mugs, posters and we also give money for the cheap Harry Potter dummies coming from the other half of the world … China.



Even for those that are not interested in the adventures of the young wizard, Harry Potter is a marketing phenomenon that deserves to be noticed. For the experts it is a proof that a brand can be built well enough to have an international impact. While for those who write fairy tales, PR texts or product slogans are a lesson. Many say that there are hundreds of worthy novels with sophisticated narrative construction that will never have such an incomparable success. Certainly. But they will never have a share in such a complex marketing mechanism.







In the case of the Potter phenomenon we are still in the middle of a process that has not yet peaked, consequently we do not know how this story will end. When the seventh volume will be launched and the Potter craze will lessen a bit, we will find out what aftermath it will have. It will turn out whether Rowling set a style like Dante or she and her stories will fade in the world of fairy tales. The story remains on the borderline of fairy tales and juvenile literature; it is more serious than the previous one, but more fantastic than a novel for youngsters.







To conclude, one thing is for sure, her novels cannot be interpreted in thousand ways like Cinderella. Her books should be read. 
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